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A close-and personal snapshot of a wild bee—in this case, a bumblebee  
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Bees, the most important pollinators in the 
insect world, are a diverse group with more 
than 20,000 species worldwide, and 750 in 
Central Europe.  78% of all flowering plants 
and >80% of all crop plant species depend on 
insect pollination.  

Many wild bee species look at first sight like 
honeybees - they have black and yellow 
coloration, but many do not—they actually 
come in a variety of colors, including green, 
blue, red, or black. Some are striped, and 
some even have a metallic sheen. They range 
in size from large carpenter bees and bumble 
bees to the tiny Perdita minima bee, which is 
less than two millimeters long. 

Some wild bees are eusocial (i.e. they live in 
colonies), like honeybees, but these wild 
colonies are very small – for example, 

bumblebees are only up to 200 females big.  
There are over 200 species of solitary wilds 
bees.  They don’t build honeycombs or swarm 
either.  Mason bees, mining bees and leaf-
cutter bees are all types of solitary bee But, 
don’t worry, ‘solitary’ actually refers to their 
nesting habits, as the females go out and find 
a safe individual nesting site, not to their 
lifestyles!. 

Wild bees are harmless and not aggressive. 
They rarely sting unless they get squashed, 
and they do not have painful stings like 
honeybees.   

Wild bees are remarkably effective pollinators.  
Only a few hundred females of the mason bee 
are needed to pollinate a hectare of apple or 
almond trees… whereas thousands of 
honeybee workers would be needed.  Same 
happens with cherry trees.  Some theories say 
that, because they are furrier, they carry more 
pollen around.   

So, why wild bees are less famous that their 
cousins, the honeybees?  Well, for once, they 
are solitary individuals – so they are more 
discrete.   

Wild bees, very importantly, do not produce 
honey – or, to be more precise, they do not 
produce honey in enough quantities to be of 
interest to the human, that is why they have 
not attracted so much attention.   

The flight range of a wild bee – and hence, 
their capacity of pollination is only of about 
350 -400 meters, compared to the up to 4 km 
of ‘autonomy’ that honeybees can have, 
looking for nectar, so it forces the wild bees to 
visit every single flower on their nest 
surroundings. 

Finally, wild bees are usually very ‘picky’ on 
the nectar that they prefer, being specialized 
on one type of flower, whereas honeybees 
would eat nectar and collect pollen from any 
plant. 

Wild Bees!  
by Izzy 
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Did you know…? 

… That Angelina Jolie is the UNESCO Bee’s 
ambassador for 2021?  The 8th of March, Women’s 
Day, UNESCO & Guerlain announced an 
entrepreneurship & diversity program to train and 

support 50 women (Bulgaria, 
Cambodia, China, Ethiopia, 
Frances, Italy, Russia, Rwanda & 
Slovenia) to establish professional 
(and bio) beekeeping activities on 
natural reserves and protected 

areas.  Educated and controlled management of 
the new 2500 beehives will foster biodiversity and 
provide a sustainable income for rural population 
in areas with no agricultural production. 

Facts & Figures… 
A QueenBee can live up to 4 or 
5 years. The Queen is groomed 
and is fed only Royal Jelly (a 
mix of selected protein, 
vitamins, specific DHA and 
minerals).  A summer bee, in 
comparison, has a very short 
life: Only 6 – 8 weeks.  Summer bees work like 
crazy from day 1, and live on sugars (nectar).  
Winter bees have a more relaxed life – they live up 
to 5 months, eating pollen (protein) and honey 
.So…you see what difference stress and food 
makes to all animals…including humans! 

Swiss (domesticated) bees…. 

Bees and Swiss have a lot in common:  They like 
and enjoy order, cleanliness, and work for the 
community. And, Like Switzerland, a Bee colony is 
the perfect example of ‘direct democracy’   

In the past, it was believed that the Queen was the 
ruler & decider over the Colony, like an absolutist 
monarchy, but modern entomologists have 
proven this wrong.  We know 
now that the Queen will 
submit to the choice 
(Stimmung) of the whole 
colony – from breeding (the 
colony starts bringing 
pollen, and when quantities are 
enough, they “tell” the Queen that she has to lay 
eggs- to swarming (the Colony ‘forecasts’ that 
with the rate of growth, the colony will run out of 
reserves on the hive, and orders the Queen to 
move out with half of the bees.  The colony also 
have full voting rights (Wahlung), if the Colony 
considers that the Queen is not doing a good job, 
the colony can decide to ‘get rid of the Queen’ 
(superseding) and choose a new Queen.  Sounds 
familiar? 

Gardens are home to a huge range of living 
creatures. It is estimated that the average 
garden could hold 2000 insect species! 

Wild bees play a particularly important role in 
the garden: eating pests, pollinating plants, 
contributing to the ecosystem, and attracting 
other wildlife like birds (which also eat slugs 
and snails). It’s definitely a win-win situation... 

The word ‘hotel’ is perhaps misleading 
because this is not really a short-term 
accommodation – some insects can spend up 
to nine months living in them.  These 
structures replicate the natural habitats of 
insects, providing space to create a nest over 
the summer. 

Then during winter, many species hibernate in 
the hotel, emerging in spring ready to help in 
the garden! 

The species that you will attract to your 
garden will depend on where you live and 
what flowers you have nearby. The most 
common varieties are red mason and the 
tawny mining bees. Solitary bees need hollow 
tubes to make nests. 

The female bee fills the tube with a mass of 
pollen and lays the egg on that.  She will then 
seal the entrance with a plug of mud or some 
leaves.  A long tube can hold several such 
cells. 

Your insect hotel will be the bees’ permanent 
home for nine months of its short life, as it 
develops from egg to larvae to fully formed 
bee. …  

Making the wild bee hotel 

 

There are lots of ways to make a bee hotel. 
Holes drilled into untreated wood is one way. 
Some are more sophisticated, but here is a 
quite simple method using an old plastic 
bottle (or length of water pipe), or a small 

wooden box, stuffed with lengths of twigs and 
hollow stems. 

Collect nesting materials such as lengths of 
bamboo, hollow plant stems, bunches of dried 
twigs and grasses. Different species of wild 
solitary bee need holes from 2 to 10 mm, so 
aim for a range of diameters. Make sure your 
materials are dry before starting.  Look at the 
two pictures here – that gives you an idea of 
how simple the bee-hotel can be made. 

Where to put the wild bee hotel 

In full sun, facing south or south east. 

Locate your bee hotel at least a metre off the 
ground, with no vegetation blocking the 
entrance. Keep it dry at all times, to prevent 
the contents going mouldy. 

Secure it firmly to a wall, fence, or free-
standing post while in use. 

As this is a temporary design, you can choose 
to move your bee hotel in the autumn and 
winter to protect the bee eggs inside. 

You can move it into a garden shed or similar. 
Basically, somewhere dry and unheated (this 
is very important!). Do this from October to 
February, and then put it outside again in 
March. 

Then, after the new generation of solitary 
bees has emerged (you will see if they’ve 
made their way out of the hollow stems in the 
springtime as any mud covering the hollows 
will be opened up), you can replace the stems 
with fresh materials for a new year. You can 
even try a more permanent design to attract 
more solitary bees. 

 

A wild bee hotel in your garden (or in your 
balcony):  DIY  
by Izzy 

QUICK READS: IN a NUTSHELL 


